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Three years after the brutal murder of photojournalist Jose Luis Cabezas, eight defendants were
sentenced to life in prison and a ninth was given a four-year sentence. Questions remain about other
participants and especially about the exact role played by one of Argentina's richest tycoons, who
committed suicide during the investigation.
The sentences were handed down Feb. 2 in the criminal court in Dolores, 200 km south of Buenos
Aires, after a six- week trial with more than 400 witnesses. Argentina's most notorious murder case
since the end of the military dictatorship in 1983 became a cause for Argentine journalists and the
symbol of the impunity of the rich and powerful. Cabezas' burned and handcuffed body was found
Jan. 25, 1997, in the resort city of Pinamar, 380 km south of Buenos Aires. He had been shot in the
head (see NotiSur, 1997-04- 04).
After a lengthy investigation, four former police from Buenos Aires province, a former soldier, and
four members of a local criminal gang were put on trial Dec. 14, 1999. The prosecution charged that
Cabezas was killed on the orders of business tycoon Alfredo Yabran to his chief of security, Gregorio
Rios. Rios' job was providing security for Yabran and his family, which included protecting Yabran's
privacy.
During the trial, the prosecutor said that Cabezas' success in photographing Yabran exposed Rios to
charges of incompetency. Other witnesses testified that, in December 1996, Yabran told defendant
Gustavo Prellezo that he wanted "to spend a peaceful summer without reporters." Prellezo's exwife, Silvia Belawsky who was also charged testified that Prellezo told her in March 1997 that
"Yabran is behind all this," and that Prellezo and Rios were working for Yabran. Cabezas, who left
three children, indicated to various people before his death that he was afraid of Yabran's people.

Three-judge panel finds defendants guilty
The panel of three judges found that the accused acted on the orders of and to protect the interests
of Yabran. They said Cabezas' murder was a "coldly calculated plan," elaborated by three links in
the same chain: Yabran, Rios, and Prellezo and that Cabezas was killed "to interrupt and impede
his journalistic work in Pinamar" during the summer of 1997. The ruling said Yabran told Rios to
get Cabezas off his case, and that Yabran and Rios enlisted Prellezo to carry out the murder, and
Prellezo recuited the others.
One judge said the investigative journalist was singled out for having taken the first photo of
Yabran, for having also photographed Yabran's wife, and because he had been asking questions
about Yabran's businesses and political connections. Sentenced to life were Rios, former police
officers Prellezo, Anibal Luna, and Sergio Camaratta, and civilians Horacio Braga, Gustavo
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Gonzalez, Jose Auge, and Hector Retana. Belawsky was absolved of the charge of homicide but
found guilty and sentenced to four years for fraud.

Yabran obsessed with not becoming a public figure
A year before Cabezas was killed, his photo of Yabran was published in the magazine Noticias.
The reclusive Yabran scrupulously maintained the aura of mystery surrounding him, avoiding all
publicity, especially photos. Cabezas' photo cracked that impenetrable wall.
In 1995, former Finance Minister Domingo Cavallo had accused Yabran of heading an extensive
crime network and employing former "dirty war" military officers to control government officials,
judges, and several business operations (see NotiSur, 1995-09-08, 1996-08-02). Cavallo said Yabran
wanted to use his contacts and influence with former President Carlos Saul Menem and other
administration officials to obtain companies being privatized and to run illicit businesses, including
drug trafficking.
Despite persistent accusations, he was not charged in the corruption cases. Almost immediately,
Yabran was suspected of involvement in Cabezas' murder, and his close ties to the Menem
administration cast political overtones on the crime. Even after being named as a suspect in the case,
Yabran was received in the office of Menem's Cabinet chief, his government contracts continued,
and Menem described him as "a normal and successful businessman and a good father to his
family." Former Justice Minister Elias Jassan was forced to resign in 1997 after disclosure of phone
calls with Yabran while Yabran was under investigation (see NotiSur, 1997-07- 18).
Yabran supposedly committed suicide May 20, 1998, as police were closing in to arrest him on
charges of ordering the killing (see NotiSur, 1998-05-22). The police reported that Yabran shot
himself in the mouth rather than be captured. Because of the severity of the wound, speculation
about whether he is really dead has persisted. Polls show most Argentines do not believe Yabran
is dead, an indication of the skepticism that has grown in the recent years marked by ongoing
corruption scandals. "Yabran is still alive!" Cabezas' mother said as she left the courthouse after the
trial.

Unanswered questions
On Feb. 4, Cavallo, who now heads the Accion por la Republica party, said the "mafioso structure"
headed by Yabran was still in place despite his suicide, especially the most "dangerous part," the
"political and judicial contamination, and the contamination of the structures of power." Cavallo
said he suspected that the lawyers fees for the defendants were paid by the Yabran family, and he
called for further investigations into the family's interests.
The Asociacion en Defensa del Periodismo Independiente (Periodistas) said those convicted in the
death of Cabezas "are not those ultimately responsible." The organization said the tribunal did not
delve deeply enough into the involvement of higher-ups in the police department in the province
of Buenos Aires. "Neither the judge, the police report, nor the tribunal has explained satisfactorily
what happened to the murder weapon or to the victim's camera, or the contradictions among the
various experts and autopsies, or the inconsistencies in the stories of the defendants, which was the
exclusive and flimsy basis for the sentence," said Periodistas.
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 53997
ISSN: 1060-4189

Vice President Carlos "Chacho" Alvarez said the conviction had not clarified Yabran's connection
to the killing and to the nation's power elite. "I think the people who actually carried out the crime
got what they deserved," said Alvarez. "But questions about the motive, the cause, ties to political
power, what the dark and perverse role of Yabran was, remain in the shadows." Maria Cristina
Robledo, Cabezas' widow, said after the sentencing, "I'm satisfied with the sentences given by
the tribunal, but justice would only have been done if I could have left here on the arm of Jose
Luis." [Sources: CNN, 02/02/00; Associated Press, Reuters, 02/03/00; Spanish news service EFE,
01/28/00, 02/02/00, 02/04/00; El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 02/04/00; Clarin (Argentina), 01/30/00,
02/03/00, 02/05/00]

-- End --
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